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The works of Vivien Zhang are
highly self-conscious reflections

on the state of painting as a means

to communicate, In her paintings
trompe l'oeil, abstract shapes and
big areas of brushworks coexist
with each other. There are elements
that are easy to recognise as with
those that we are given clues which
seemingly lead to somewhere and
nowhere at once. She has deliberately
constructed a complicated networks
of references and contradictions to
sustain a conversation that is specific
to the tradition of painting. Born in
Beijing, Zhang has lived in Nairobi,
Bangkok and the United Kingdom
since her childhood. The ambiguous
identities of and relations between
the composites in the paintings
serve as a metaphor for the artist to
reflect on this sense of displacement,
of always being between one place
and another, of a sense of identity set
loose from anchors.

Her first solo exhibition in Hong Kong
‘Cavity Drift’ in Galerie Huit carries
avigorous air of focus. The works do
not make themselves easy as each of
the paintings is a maze of guesswork
that demands a lot of attention on their
painterly details. Of course one s free
to surrender to the works and walk
away, but this is the great thing about
her worls - they succeed very much in
making one feels bad about giving up on
each game of looking and thinking.

Zhang's works hinge on the use
of trompe l'oeil and the tradition of
abstract painting, they are two different
modes of conceiving the communicatory
function of painting that appeared at
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different moments of the history of
art. In Collidoscope the trompe l'oeil of
aluminium foils is more than a visual
clue that tricks the eyes - it at the same
time puts illusionism itself as one of the
subjects of her works, just as the trails
of brushworls refer to the physical state
of the painting surface, By incorporating
them together in individual works,
she males the various moments and
categories within the tradition of
painting themselves the subjects of her
conversation.

In many of her works the very surfaces
of the paintings have heen repeatedly
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referred to, comparable to an actor
revealing his self-consciousness as an
actorin the act itself. In Double Bloom,
swarms of adhesive labels are painted,
creating a short-circuit of the painting’s
representational function by referring to
the literal physicality of painting itself.
Between two painted replicas of Horst P
Horst's photos of neo-classical carvings
- one slightly bigger than the other -

a horizontal line at the middle of the
painting passes through the two photos
but singled out the two marble carvings
in the photos by passing behind them.
Everything seems to be invested with




anillusionism - a single abstractline on
one part of the painting passes through
into a photo to gain a physical quality.
By dividingher paintings into zones of
different functions, Zhang undermines
and contradicts any easy assumption
about the orders of appearances of
things.

In Lapse a grid of blue lines divide
the paintings equally into squares,
each of which is depicted ‘something’
which is difficult to make out. They
hint at somethinglike an x-ray print
of afractured bone, or some black and
white photos of some furry things, or
something glimmering from far away in
the dark. These grids certainly resemble
each other in their appearances, they
even hint at a cinematic progression in
timeacross the grids. However a touch
ofbrushworkthat goes underneath
the blue lines and across into several
squares contradicts this cinematic
reading of an unfolding of events - it is
abrushwork that is conscious of itself
appearing as a brushwork. This is the
humour of Zhang's painting, she leaves
cues that in a single moment inverts the
rules of game. Perhaps all those squares
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should be seen as a group of trompe
l'oeil of different brushworks, that the
contradiction of the painting is to be
seen as a parody on the Cartesian grid
that is overly invested with scientific
rationality to dictate how we read the
painting.

In many of her works, elements appear
inrepetition to establish themselves
as specific visual vocabularies that
follow the rule local to the ground of
each individual work. In Fans and Gom
bonbon, repetition works to contradict
the seeming randomness of the selection
of shapes - if what have been chosen to
be represented is haunted by inescapable
randomness, it can be balanced off
by establishing their specificity by
repetition within the frame of painting.
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In Zhang's work, there registers a
need for a poetic space that allows many
oppositional forces to coexist, nothing is
easily abandoned or resigned to stability
which will be the end of game. What
is precious about Zhang's paintings s
that they do not ask questions with a
predetermined answer, they do not
insist onagreementor disagreement
before the convening of a conversation
with her viewers. In view of the nihilism
and the resignation to stylistic values
that plaque contemporary art, such as
those dubbed if not christened as Zombie
Formalism which operates under a ‘take
it or leave it’ morality, Zhang’s work
lights up a space wherein the feeling of
ambiguityleads to the questions of art,
as it should be that way.
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